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THE BIBLIOGRAPHER AS BIOGRAPHER:
 
ACCOUNTING FOR THE UNPUBLISHED ENDINGS OF
 HAMLIN GARLAND’S EARLY WORKS
Mark William Rocha
Glassboro
 
Slate College
I had the good fortune in early 1987 to locate Hamlin Garland’s
 
two elderly surviving daughters who have since authorized a new
 biography of their father
 
and turned  over  to me six  boxes of previously  
unexamined manuscripts, letters, and memorabilia—a bibliographer’s
 dream, to be sure. One day as I 
was
 at the Garland home cataloguing  
these materials, Garland’s adult granddaughter
 
expressed amazement at  
my enthusiasm in what she considered the painstaking task of
 describing each of the hundreds of items stuffed into boxes. At first, I
 could give her no better explanation of myself than, “Well, you see,
 I’m a bibliographer.” But then I returned her amazement by asking 
why no
 
one before me had done this bibliographic work. She replied simply 
that I 
was
 the first one who had ever asked to go through it piece by  
piece.
I offer
 
this vignette not out of self-congratulation  but  to emphasize  
how previous biographies of Hamlin Garland have not been supported
 by exhaustive bibliographic study. (And here I am not speaking of
 reference bibliography—the most familiar kind—but of analytical
 bibliography which examines a document as a physical object in order
 to recover the process that brought the document into being.) My
 experience has led 
me
 to form the following conclusions which I hope  
will become clearer in this essay. First, the person best prepared to
 write the most truthful biography of a writer may well be a
 bibliographer. Second, as we now enjoy a renaissance in literary
 biography, bibliographers bear a responsibility to hold biographers to
 acceptable standards of documentary analysis. This responsibility may
 be exercised, for example, in book reviews. Third, in the case of
 Hamlin Garland
 
who has left behind an enormous documentary archive,  
the result of my bibliographic study forces me to call for a revised
 biography that would correct previous errors and omissions. Simply
 put, if one is interested in writing New History, a good way to find
 some is through bibliographic analysis.
The central question for Hamlin Garland scholars has always been,
 
how could the writer who in 1891 gave us Main-Travelled Roads, a
 collection of six stories that so powerfully expressed the debilitated
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condition of the American farmer that it rightly endures as a minor
 
masterpiece—how could such a writer less 
than
 a decade later begin  
putting out such titles as The Spirit of Sweetwater and Cavanaugh,
 Forest Ranger which are, frankly, embarassingly bad in their contrived
 sentimentality?
The prevailing biographical explanation,
 
most notably presented by  
Bernard Duffey in 1953 and extended by Warren French in 1970,
 declares that
 
Garland  abandoned realism for  financial success.1 Duffey  
cites Garland’
s
 correspondence during the early 1890’s with Richard  
Watson Gilder, editor of the popular 
Century
 magazine, as evidence that  
Garland was always willing to revise his submissions and soften the
 harsh endings of his early stories in accordance with Gilder’s requests
 that Garland consider the many readers of Century “who are trying to
 bring up their children with refinement.”2 Garland’s reversion from
 realism is thus seen 
as
 a sell-out, with the small world of Garland  
scholarship divided between those who would indict Garland as an
 apostate and those who would forgive him out of gratitude for service,
 however brief, in the cause of realism.
A new biographer of Garland could hope to add little to an
 
understanding of Garland’s career without delving into his massive
 archive at the University of
 
Southern California. My first approach to  
Garland
 
was as a bibliographer intent on describing at least some of this  
archive that houses nearly all of Garland’s manuscripts: forty-four
 volumes of fiction, poetry, drama, and criticism, hundreds of
 unpublished manuscripts, sixty-seven volumes of notebooks and
 diaries, and
 
a correspondence of over 10,000 letters with  figures  ranging  
from Walt Whitman to Will Rogers. The Hamlin Garland Papers are
 an extraordinary
 
yet little known resource for learning American cultural  
history during Garland’s 
long
 lifetime, 1860-1940.
As a bibliographer approaching Garland’s papers, I began
 with the inductive method, trying to disregard prior assumptions and
 to
 
keep to an examination of the documents as physical evidence with  
the goal of establishing such facts as dating. Only after enough facts
 had been collected would I attempt
 
certain conclusions that best fit all  
the facts but did not go beyond them. But had my original intention
 been to write Garland’s biography, I might have begun with the
 deductive method, starting with what Leon Edel refers to as the
 “Architectural Idea” that
 
would give narrative form to a life.3 I would  
likely have chosen the path taken by too many chroniclers of literary
 lives by imposing the paradigm of achievement-and-decline on
 Garland’s career—even without questioning the value-laden terms of
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“achievement” and “decline.” But since I began as a bibliographer, I
 
preferred to think of myself as a custom tailor fitting 
my
 subject with  
new 
cloth
 woven from documentary  analysis, and I eschewed the role of  
the biographer who might fit Garland with a suit off the rack.
I decided to examine first those documents which had been least
 
studied—Garland’s plays and dramatic criticism. I quickly discovered
 several facts that had never even been mentioned in any published
 Garland scholarship. For example, there are complete and incomplete
 manuscripts for seventeen plays and an opera libretto which date 
from 1887 to 1927. One of these plays was an 1891 adaptation of the
 Howells novel, A Modern Instance. Another was a pro-labor protest
 play
 
written and performed in 1909, fifteen years after Garland’s period  
of social reform realism 
is
 usually said to have ended. Yet another was  
performed on the vaudeville circuit in 1907. There are, moreover,
 manuscript fragments of three additional plays as well as two more
 plays written into notebooks. These notebooks also contain five play
 scenarios of varying lengths. Such a mountain of material as to
 constitute a second life’s work clearly deserved a thorough
 bibliographical analysis.
More than ever I wondered why Garland’s previous biographers
 
ignored this material. Two full-length biographies of
 
Garland, one by  
Jean Holloway in 1960 and another by Robert Mane in 1968, mention
 Garland’s play manuscripts only
 
in passing, yet both had researched the  
Garland archive at USC.4 But as I completed my bibliographic
 examination, I could begin to see why 
such
 an omission might be  
biographically expedient. 
In
 my view, it is because Garland’ s plays  
cannot easily be accommodated to the pattern of achievement-and-
 decline imposed on Garland’s fiction. Indeed, I am still groping to
 make sense of Garland’s drama career
 
which so often seems to subvert  
the conventional understanding of Garland. Not even in the
 bibliographical significant matter of compositional format is there any
 consistency in Garland’s
 
manuscripts. Since  his biographers apparently  
decided that Garland’s play manuscripts
 
were relatively unimportant and 
thus jettisoned them 
from
 their narratives—a decision, I would argue,  
which speaks of our habitual inattentiveness to the drama in writing
 American literary history—the bibliographer must recover these
 documents and proceed to a still closer analysis of the physical
 evidence.
So I then took up the manuscript for Garland’s only published
 
play, Under the Wheel, which first appeared
 
in Arena magazine in June  
1890, and was later published privately in August 1890.5 The two
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published versions are identical, for Garland used the Arena plates for
 
his privately published edition. Under the Wheel is representative of
 Garland’s most strenuous period of realism which produced Main-
 Travelled Roads. As a reformist play, it bitterly indicts the evils of
 land speculation by tracing the movement of an Irish immigrant family
 from a miserable tenement in Boston to a failed farm on the Dakota
 prairie. Warren Motley has recently praised Under 
the
 Wheel for its  
originality, saying it “represents a greater advance in the American
 drama than James A. Heme’s more expert, but also more derivative,
 Margaret Fleming,"6 the 1891 play that is often credited as the first
 modem American 
drama.
 Yet when Under the Wheel is mentioned at  
all, it is summarily dismissed as a propaganda piece for Garland’s
 Populist agenda. Such dismissals may have been prevented had the
 manuscript for Under the 
Wheel
 been bibliographically examined.
Doing so, one would find that Garland wrote not one, but two
 endings for Under the Wheel. The existing incomplete manuscript of
 the play is comprised of eleven unbound leaves, six of which
 correspond closely to what in the published versions are parts of Scene
 Two and Scene Three
 
of the six-scene play. But four of the  leaves form  
a complete wedding scene that is clearly intended to end the play but
 does not appear in the published version.
The published version has a decidedly dark ending in which the
 
farmer Jason Edwards
 
has been crushed under the wheel of a cruel life on  
an arid prairie waste land; as the curtain falls he collapses in a paralytic
 stroke. The unpublished alternative happy ending contrasts so sharply
 with the vehement expression of moral outrage throughout the play,
 that one 
can
 only be thankful it never found its way into print. In this  
ending, a young Boston newspaperman who has been wooing the
 daughter of the farmer Jason Edwards, enters at the final moment to
 marry the daughter and take the Edwards family back to Boston where
 he will support them all
 
in comfort.
To Bernard Duffey et al, the existence of this alternative happy
 ending to Under the Wheel 
would
 be  the  product of commercial second  
thoughts which prompted Garland to make the play more palatable to
 an editor. Granted, we do know from correspondence that Garland
 submitted some version of Under the Wheel to Gilder of the Century
 before publishing it in the Arena. Using this incomplete secondary
 evidence, Duffey would have Garland sending the original version of
 Under the Wheel with the dark ending to Gilder who quickly rejects it
 for its morbidity. Garland then dashes off a new wedding scene to 
end the play and resubmits it to Gilder who nonetheless rejects it a second
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time. Knowing the Arena was always willing to accept his radical
 
material, Garland gives up on Gilder and places it with the Arena. As
 this scenario seems entirely plausible, there has been no challenge to it,
 even though none of it can be proven. Now I will say in advance that
 
I  
cannot prove otherwise, however I believe my bibliographic
 examination of the primary evidence serves at least to reopen a closed
 case by suggesting new questions yet to be answered by further
 research.
Let us briefly take a closer look at the manuscript of Under the
 
Wheel. The paper used for the four leaves of the wedding scene is the
same as the rest of the manuscript fragment. This, however, is where
 the similarity 
ends.
 Where the rest of the manuscript is in Garland’s  
hand, the wedding scene has
 
been typed; where the leaves of the rest of  
the manuscript have 
been
 numbered, those  of the wedding sce e are not.  
Most significantly, the rest of the manuscript is in only fair condition
 and heavily worn from handling, and one of the leaves bears the
 remnant of a
 
round label that has been pulled off. The wedding scene,  
on the other hand, 
is
 in very good condition and shows little wear or  
signs of handling—as one might expect if
 
it had never been mailed to  
an editor. One 
can
 safely conclude from so many physical differences  
that the wedding scene was indeed the product of a separate
 compositional act, and there is nothing to argue against this scene
 being written subsequent to the completion of the published version
 with 
the
 dark ending.
But though the evidence may warrant the conclusion that the
 wedding scene was written after the dark ending, it cannot be proven
 that Garland showed the wedding scene to Gilder to win the play’s
 publication in the Century. To the contrary, the pristine condition of
 the wedding scene suggests that it was shown to no one. My
 examination of the primary evidence of 
the
 manuscript in combination  
with the context formed by the bibliographic study of the whole
 Garland archive, indicates a scenario in which Garland completed Under
 the Wheel with the dark ending, and 
then
 while briefly considering  
appending a happy ending, dashed one off on the typewriter. (Garland
 normally typed his manuscripts only when he was in a hurry or when
 the material was relatively unimportant.) I surmise that Garland then
 read the wedding scene 
and
 realized this happy ending did not fit his play  
and seriously impaired its overall effect. We do know that both
 William Dean Howells and James A. Heme
 
read the  play with the dark  
ending and praised him for it. Such approval may have caused Garland
 to act wisely as his own editor in relegating the scene to his files—for
 Garland never threw away any of his writing—and he proceeded to
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publish Under the Wheel with the dark ending not once but twice.
 
Garland’s commitment to the original version with the dark ending 
is shown by 
his
 having put up his own money to have the play privately  
published after its initial appearance in the Arena. Garland’s
 commitment 
is
 further suggested by his original intention as it is  
manifest in his notebook sketch for the play in which there is no
 inkling whatsoever of a happy ending. Indeed, at one point in the
 notebook sketch, Garland’s
 
journalist character in the play concludes,  
“We are all helpless—I’ve given up hope—There
 
is nothing left but to  
exist.”7
This last line, coming from an unguarded Garland as he writes in
 
his personal notebook, seems especially important. For while I can
 believe that Garland wrote the wedding scene after the dark ending, I
 would argue he did so not out of the obsequious desire to curry favor
 with Richard Watson Gilder, but out of his own intrinsic desire to
 attempt an antidote to the torture of a life without hope. The internal
 division within Garland between pessimistic determinism and
 optimistic humanism 
is
 obvious to anyone who would read his  
notebooks. As this conflict was one Garland never resolved, the
 endings of his best work usually come to an impasse, or a non-ending
 as it were, which in the case of 
Under
 the Wheel is represented by the  
paralysis of Jason Edwards. Paralysis 
is
 the central aesthetic of Main-  
Travelled Roads in which Garland’s 
own
 favorite story was “Up the  
Coulé,” because, in his words, it 
is
 “one of my most representative  
works.. .it has no love
 
story and  the sudden ending which I have always  
liked.”8 One reason 
Garland
 may have liked sudden endings  is because  
they
 
kept him from having to explore further the corrosive implications  
of literary realism. It’s crucial to see that Garland was a realist only
 because he saw himself as a melodramatic reformer of 
both
 farm life  and 
American literature. Realism for Garland was always subsumed under
 the progressive 
ethic
 of reformism which perfectly fitted Garland’s need  
to take the role of the chivalric knight—indeed 
in
 one of his notebooks  
Garland relates a recurring dream in which he 
is
 a medieval knight.9  
Furthermore, in his literary manifesto, 
Crumbling
 Idols (1895), Garland  
clearly revealed himself: “The
 
realist as veritist is really an optimist, a  
dreamer.”10 So when Garland perceived that literary realism in the
 hands of such friends as Stephen Crane would express all dreams as
 hopelessly deferred, Garland tried to emerge from the paralysis which
 realism had forced upon him by turning to the
 
happy endings of outdoor  
romance literature. That 
is,
 Garland’s post-realistic period which is 
normally viewed as an artistic decline caused by financial necessity,
 
6
Studies in English, New Series, Vol. 7 [1989], Art. 22
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/studies_eng_new/vol7/iss1/22
Mark William Rocha 199
may be instead a chosen form of
 
personal therapy.11 Admittedly, I  
have strayed here into
 
psycho-biography, but the crucial point  is that I  
could not have supported a questioning of the current biographical
 understanding without first conducting a thorough bibliographic study.
Surely I have only adumbrated the evidence upon which I
 
base my  
opinion that the existence of the
 
unpublished happy ending of Under  the  
Wheel is the product not of acquiescence for the sake of fame and
 fortune, but of a process of artistic conflict between the competing
 world views of realism and
 
melodrama. I  could cite many other Garland  
works for which unpublished
 
material suggests an ambivalence toward  
realism. Garland’s
 
best  novel, Rose of Dutcher’s Cooly (1895), praised  
by Dreiser and Norris, and a precursor of Sister
 
Carrie and Chopin’s The  
Awakening, grew out of an eight-year compositional process in which
 three
 
discarded plays and a story  speak of uncertainty  as to a conclusion.  
My bibliographic analysis of such manuscripts 
is
 what has led me to  
my current biographical work in 
which
 I question the conventionalized  
place of Hamlin
 
Garland in American  literary history.
Against the common notion that bibliography is the most
 empirical of literary endeavors, a
 
haven for those of us who but for the  
proper guidance might have become engineers, I have found
 bibliography to be 
the
 literary enterprise most consonant with post ­
modern theory in its endless deferral of closure in the interests of
 answering a question fully. This has struck me as a pungent irony
 since I entered the field of bibliography to perform what my own
 mentor
 
has called “real work.” Uneasy with those who would critique  
or even deconstruct a text without knowing what text
 they
 had at hand,  
I resolved to enter
 
the mines of documentary archives and pile up facts  
in visible quantity. But the result of three
 
years work  has made it plain  
to me that closure at any point is artificial no matter how strong the
 foundation of physical evidence. Yet the bibliographer, I would
 maintain, is more likely to get us near the truth of an artist, and the
 degree of its truthfulness
 
must be the  only  measure of biography.
NOTES
1 See Bernard Duffey, “Hamlin Garland
’
s ‘Decline’ From  
Realism,” AL, 25 (1953), 69-74; and Warren French, “What Shall
 We Do About Hamlin Garland?” ALR, 3 (1970), 283-289. French
 compares Garland to William Jennings Bryan, both of whom are
 “examples of American opportunist types.
”
2R.W. Gilder to Hamlin Garland, 5 April 
1890,
 item #1887 of  
the Hamlin Garland Papers, University of Southern California. For
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a complete checklist of the Garland Papers, see Lloyd A. Arvidson,
 
A Checklist of the Hamlin Garland Papers (University of Southern
 California, 1962). Future citations refer to this checklist.
3Leon Edel, Writing Lives (New York, 1984). Edel finds three
 
main Architectural Ideas in the structure of biographies: the
 traditional chronicle, the framed portrait, and the novelistic.
4See Jean Holloway, Hamlin Garland (Austin, 1960) and Robert
 
Mane, Hamlin Garland: L’homme et l'oeuver (Paris, 1968).
 Donald Pizer does offer a very useful chapter on Garland's
 involvement in the drama in Hamlin Garland's Early Works and
 Career (Berkeley, 1960), but it is limited to the years 1889-1891.
5Hamlin Garland Papers, USC, #214.
6Warren Motley, “Hamlin Garland’s Under the Wheel:
 
Regionalism Unmasking America,” MD, 26 (1983), 477-485.
7Hamlin Garland Papers, USC, #24.
8Hamlin Garland to a Mr. Cowan, literature anthologist, n.d.,
 
#1415 of Garland Papers, USC. The letter 
was
 written late in  
Garland
’
s life, sometime in the 1930s, since the letterhead bears  
the address of Garland’s home in Hollywood, California, where he
 lived after 1929.
9Hamlin Garland Papers, USC, #13
10Hamlin Garland, Crumbling Idols (Chicago, 1895), p. 52.
11 Here I locate Garland in the context provided by 
T.
 Jackson  
Lears in Antimodernism and the Transformation of American
 Culture 1880-1920 (New York, 1981). Lears sees antimodemism
 as a therapeutic response to the dehumanizing ravages of
 modernism.
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